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Abstract

This thesis considers how destruction of biodiversity and destruction of diverse knowledges and
cultures are deeply connecting, examining the case study of the Santa Cruz Autonomy
Movement in the Bolivian lowlands. In 2005, a wave of anti-neoliberal social movements swept
indigenous labor activist Evo Morales, to power. Morales and his party, the MAS (Movimiento
al Socialismo or Movement towards Socialism) promised a “process of change” away from the
nation’s colonial and neoliberal pasts, involving nationalization of natural resources, land
redistribution, and environmental protections based around the indigenous ideology of “Vivir
Bien” (living well) of all living things. Elites in Santa Cruz, enriched by agroindustry, organized
a powerful movement for regional autonomy lasting from 2004-2008 which sought to evade
Morales’ redistributive land reforms and maintain the deeply unequal status quo. Most studies of
the Santa Cruz Autonomy movement concern themselves with the ideological, identity, and
performance aspects of the movement, however I argue that the autonomy movement is best
understood as a political ecology movement, highlighting the centrality of land, nature, and
agriculture in the movement’s goals. Utilizing Vandana Shiva’s idea of “Monocultures of the
Mind” I argue that the autonomy movement can be seen as dual processes of producing
homogeneity of both the environment and the society of Santa Cruz. Movement leaders sought to
produce and perform a homogenous regional identity, a “monoculture of the mind” in order to
legitimize control of territory and expand their physical systems of monoculture. Despite claims
from the MAS and scholarship that the autonomy movement was defeated in 2010, studying the
movement from a political ecology lens demonstrates the essential successes of the Santa Cruz
elites not only to expand their systems of monocultures within the department, but also to embed

the logic of monocultures in the MAS’s “process of change.



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION:

THE BOLIVIAN RIGHT AND THE DESTRUCTION OF DIVERSITY

In November of 2019 President Evo Morales, about to enter his fourth term, was forced to flee
the country when the Organization of American (OAS) alleged electoral fraud and the Bolivian
military withdrew support from his presidency. This marked the end of Morales’ remarkable 14-
year presidency, which won re-election in 2005, 2009, and 2014 at higher margins than any other
political party in recent Bolivian history, owing to Morales’ continuous support from Bolivia’s
indigenous majority thanks to his policies which tripled the size of the economy and significantly
investments to social welfare which cut poverty rates in half (Farthing 2020, 5). Morales, and
many international observers, decried a “coup” of the Bolivian right (Fabricant and Gustafson
2020, 105). ). The downfall of Morales brought about national and international concerns of US
involvement, due in part to Bolivia’s lengthy history of foreign-backed coup d’états however
domestic politics played the defining role in Morales’ downfall (Farthing 2020, 5), particularly
his right-wing opposition in the Lowlands department of Santa Cruz.

Evo Morales and his party, the Movimiento al Socialismo (Movement Towards Socialism
or the MAS), came to power amid waves of left and indigenous social movements in Latin
America which not only sought redistributive reform and racial justice, but “challenged the
underlying principles and material structures of capitalist modernity.” (Colletta and Raftopolous
2020, 12). Morales, the son of Aymara peasants and the leader of the Coca grower’s union, was
the first indigenous president of Bolivia, a nation which is one of two majority-indigenous
countries in Latin America. His election marked a seismic shift in Bolivia’s history, not only due

to the symbolic importance of his indigenous identity, but due to his commitment to an ambitious



agenda to “decolonize the state” through the promotion of indigenous frameworks for
environmental sustainability and implementation of socialist redistributive policies. In its
entirety, Morales asserted his government constituted a processo de cambio (process of change)
and a “refounding” of the nation which expelled the legacies of colonialism and neoliberalism
and replaced them a with a “plurinational” state of indigenous nations (Villarreal 2020, 4).
Morales incorporated indigenous ideas complementarity, vivir bien (living well) of all beings and
an ethic of respect for- and non-commodification of- the environment, as was solidified in the
2010 Ley de Derechos de Madre Tierra (Law of the Rights of Mother Earth).

Morales’s platform rested on three main pillars: the ‘nationalization’ of the hydrocarbon
industry and the use of hydrocarbon rents for social programs; the rewriting of the constitution to
incorporate indigenous and socialist values; and largescale land reform (Ezinna 2008, 218).

While Morales land reforms efforts have perhaps received the least attention from
international media and scholarship, these efforts posed perhaps the most direct threat to the
reproduction of the capitalist system (Ezinna 2008, 218). While nationalization of natural gas
provided crucial social programming and “bonds”, small loans which helped reduce poverty in
the country, the prospect of land reform promised a radical break from the primary commodity
export-dependent system which Morales inherited. Land reform offered the possibility to create a
system in which peasants and indigenous groups could sustain themselves, reproducing their
lives and lifeways. The issue of land holds immense importance in Latin America, where the
land distribution is the most uneven in the world, an issue dating back to the colonial era and
progressively worsened through liberal and neoliberal reforms. At the time of the most recent
agrarian census in Bolivia, 686 farm units, just 0.22% of total landowners, owned the majority of

the agricultural land, while 86% of farms accounted for just 2.4% of agricultural land, making



Bolivia’s land distribution rivaling Chile for the most unequal in the world (Weisbrot and
Sandoval 2008, 3).

On May 2, 2006, Morales announced a massive land reform which would expropriate
unproductive land from large-scale landowners and redistribute it to Bolivia’s landless peasant
population. In a country of 9 million, as many of 2.5 million Bolivians are landless peasants,
many of which have been displaced from the countryside and live on the periphery of urban
areas. Thus, the question of land was crucial for Morales to address. (Ezinna 2008, 223)

The prospect of land reform, which threatened to expropriate land from lowland Landifundios
(largscale landowners) along with putting an end to the profitable business of land-speculation
(Kohl and Bresnahan 2010, 9) led to a swift backlash from the eastern lowlands. This backlash
was concentrated in Santa Cruz, the largest department in Bolivia and home to the majority of
the country’s industrial agriculture (Fig 1). Santa Cruz is among the whitest departments along
with the wealthiest, owing to the large-scale agriculture, which thrived amid the commodity
booms of the 1990s and 2000s (Soruco, Plata and Medieros 2008).

Bolivia is a highly centralist state, with departmental governments lacking any real power
until the election of the first departmental governors in 2005. However Santa Cruz elites had
long maintained control over the region through a series of semi-public, non-governmental
institutions, centered around the Comite Pro-Santa Cruz (CPSC), a unelected committee of
agribusiness and industrial elites (Fabricant 2016, 189). These elites had grown accustomed to
holding a privileged position in national politics, and were shaken by the 2005 election of

Morales and the MAS, which formed the first majority government in decades.
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The CPSC organized its first protest for regional autonomy in 2004 alongside the waves

of counter-neoliberal protests in the highlands, drawing 10s of thousands to the department’s
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capital, Santa Cruz de la Sierra. The election of Morales heightened the fears of the CPSC, and
the Santa Cruz Autonomy movement was born, drawing crowds of as many as 350,000
participants. In a 2006 referendum, 56% of Bolivian voters rejected autonomy, however, 71% in
Santa Cruz voted in favor. In 2008, 86% in Santa Cruz voted for autonomy. (Eaton 2011, 296)
While the autonomy movement asserted itself as a defense of democracy and the self-
determination of “Crucefos” against the impositions of the state, the movements leaders in fact
sought to defend the deep inequalities of the department, particularly of land distribution, in the
face of the leftist state.

The divide between eastern lowlands and the western highlands was based upon long-
standing divisions. The collapse of the highlands’ silver and tin industries in the 1970s, along
with the rise of mass agriculture led to a shift of economic power from the highlands to the
lowlands. (Eaton 2007, 76) This furthered the production of “two different Bolivias”, divided
between the poorer, largely indigenous highlands and the richer, primarily white and mestizaje
lowlands. (Eaton, 19-20) The CPSC produced a movement which depicted itself as being
towards “democracy” and against the “tyranny” or “authoritarianism” of the central government.
However, the autonomy movement has typically been characterized by scholars as a racially
charged “backlash against indigenous mobilization,” (Eaton 2007, 71) drawing from “long-
standing regional divisions" which have “solidified among the breakdown of the elite-led
political party system” (Kirshner 2010, 108).

The majority of studies on the Autonomy movement have focused on its components of
ideology and identity construction, often interrogating the movement’s use of performative
identity in order to achieve conservative political goals (Fabricant 2009; Gustafson 2006;

Centellas 2016). Some have gone so far as to argue that movements like the Santa Cruz



Autonomy Movement, with their proliferation of “spectacularly performative and manifestly
symbolic dimensions of culture”, are “post-materialist” movements. (Lowrey 2006. 65). While
these studies provide important insights, I argue that in order to understand the autonomy
movement’s profound implication on the course of Bolivia’s history, it is necessary to center the
very material nature of the movement, which sought control /and and nature. Thus, in this thesis,
I argue that the autonomy movement should be considered as a political ecology movement, in
which regional elites fomented a collective identity in order to defend their preferred socionature.

The idea of socionature, as I use here, is borrowed from Swyngedouw, who insists that in
order to transcend the binary formations of nature and society, we must develop a language
which maintains the “dialectical unity of the process of change as embodied in the thing
itself”’(Swyngedouw 1999, 447). While the concept of “socionature” attempts to explain the
essential basis which nature plays in the production of society, it does not go so far as to stray
into environmental determinism. Rather, as Swyngedouw asserts, the production of socionature
is tied up with social power, and “includes both material transformation and the proliferation of
discursive and symbolic representations of nature” ( Swyngedouw 1999, 447). Thus, the
production of socionature transcends the material and also exists within the realm of scientific
and political discourse, imaginaries, and meanings of nature (Swyngedouw 1999, 447).

While political ecology has been widely used in the study of social movements, identity
and natural resources in Bolivia, particularly with regard to the resource-based protests of the
early 2000s “Gas Wars” and “Water Wars” which swept Morales to power, the Santa Cruz
Autonomy movement has yet to be studied through a political ecology lens, owing in part to the

relative lack of attention to right-wing movements in the field of political ecology and in
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scholarship in general. However, in my view, studying the Right through this lens offers
important insights, revealing the fundamental socionatural contradictions within these projects.
I assert that the defining socionatural relationship of Santa Cruz and its autonomy movement is
that of monocultures. This refers, most obviously, to the monocultures of soy and other cash-
crops which have come to define the Santa Cruz landscape and economy. However, drawing
from Shiva’s idea of ‘Monocultures of the Mind,’ I also consider how Santa Cruz has produced
homogeneity in other ways. In her essay ‘Monocultures of the Mind’, Shiva asserts that
“monocultures first inhabit the mind, and are then transferred to the ground. Monocultures of the
mind generate models of production which destroy diversity and legitimize that destruction as
progress, growth and improvement” (Shiva 1993, 7). The Santa Cruz autonomy movement, when
studied through a lens of political ecology, demonstrates how monocultures of the mind and the
land are contested and territorialized within states that are openly opposed to neoliberalism.
Santa Cruz Autonomy movement leaders argued that Morales went against the
“moral constitution of Crucefio agriculture.” and threatened the “hard-fought-for, locally
governed, politico-economic relations that have allowed the development of capitalist agriculture
in Santa Cruz” (Valdivia 2010, 67). Indeed, central to the drive for autonomy is the legal control
over land-tenure, which would allow agribusinesses to avoid national redistributive reform.
Furthermore, greater regional control over the police would allow the region to enforce
crackdowns on social movements that would threaten production -such as landless groups (Eaton
2011, 294). Thus, embedded within the drive for autonomy is a radical demand for a different
developmental model that would allow for the consolidation of the land and power in order to

promote a capital-intensive mode of agriculture.
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Despite the MAS’s claim that the autonomy movement had been “defeated economically,
politically and militarily” (Eaton 2017, 163), and the relative lack of scholarly attention to the
autonomy movement after 2010, studying the Santa Cruz autonomy movement through the lens
of political ecology demonstrates the movement’s essential successes in not only reproducing its
system of monocultures, but extending the scope of its socionatural ideology to the national
scale. I will argue that the structures and coalitions of Santa Cruz elites, agribusiness and the
popular masses drawn together by the autonomy movement continued to seriously limit
Morales’s process of change and push him a neoliberal direction. The 2010s were marked by
numerous concessions from Morales to Santa Cruz, particularly to industrial agriculture, at the
expense of land reform or environmental protection. Morales perceived neoliberal shift in the
later years of his presidency was widely critiqued by the national and international left, however
I argue that many critics overlook the fundamental importance that Santa Cruz elites and the
autonomy movement played in redirecting Morales toward a more capitalist system.

In reframing the Santa Cruz autonomy movement as a political ecology movement, I
intend to uncover how processes of homogenization of the environment along with
homogenization of people and knowledges are forms of violence which are intimately, and
essentially, related. Processes which promote monoculture of the mind and land are often
embedded in the state, however the autonomy movement demonstrates how processes of
monoculture are contested and legitimated within sub-state spaces through right-wing social
movements. I proceed with my interrogation of the Political ecology of the autonomy movement
with three interrelated questions, which are more or less divided between my three chapters.
First, how did the political ecology of monocultures and the ideologies of the Right come to

dominate Santa Cruz? Second, how did the elite-led project of autonomy come to be so deeply
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felt and widely supported by diverse populations in Santa Cruz, allowing elites to maintain their
territorial dominance? And Third; How were Santa Cruz elites able to rescale their power to the
national level through alliances with Morales which allowed them to continue, and expand, their

socionatural configuration?

Background to

The system of agriculture in Santa Cruz has heavily influenced its social relations,
governance, economy and environment. Furthermore, as the agricultural hotspot of Bolivia, it
has a powerful influence over the socionatural conditions of the country as a whole. The
consolidation of land in the hands of a small elite through legal and extra-legal means resulted in
an issue of landlessness which exists to this day. At best, agrarian elites have taken advantage of
the desperation of the mass of landless peasants to supply cheap labor for their estates. At worst,
elites maintained “semi-feudal” relations with indigenous inhabitants. Several hundred Guarani
families, an indigenous lowlands group, lived in conditions of “quasi-slavery” through debt-
peonage, coercion, or physical violence in Santa Cruz up through the 2000s (Kohl and Bresnahan
2010, 8) .

Since the 1990s, Santa Cruz has seen a significant transition towards monopolizing,
highly mechanized and capital-intensive commercial agriculture which has diminished the need
for labor. This transition has seen the rise of monocultures of cash crops such as soy, which are
produced for the global market rather than local consumption. The high production costs of soy,
along with its value on the global market have increased the importance of international capital,

leading to a ‘foreignization’ of land along with a marginalization of small-scale producers
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(McKay and Colque 2016, 583). Developing Bolivia’s ’soy complex’ has relied upon
‘productive exclusion.” As fewer and fewer producers have the capital on hand to produce soy
for the global market, small-scale producers are largely excluded from production (McKay and
Colque 2016, 583).

Amid the autonomy movement, building support for a system which excluded so many
while benefitting so few required creating a regional identity which was inclusive and vague.
The Crucefio, or Camba, identity had been prominently discussed by Santa Cruz elites since the
1950s, and was articulated by elites as a “special mestizaje..... bored out of two noble razas. One
side of the lineage is emblematized by the white Spanish conquistador, the other by the dusky
tropical (not Andean) indigenous maiden,” attempting to purify the “primordial tension/
combination of Spaniard and Indian.” (Lowrey 2006, 66) This identity had historically been
constructed in opposition to that of the highland “colla”, who was viewed as indigenous and
premodern. However, during the autonomy movement, the regional discourse came to promote
the Cruceno identity as something formed by space rather than race, in order to incorporate
highland migrant and lowland indigenous constituencies. The identities constructed through the
autonomy movement were profoundly successful in “obscuring ongoing power relations and
unequal access to modes of production and resource wealth”(Fabricant 2013, 188), giving the
movement the pretenses of an ethnic or populist movement while elites could reproduce

“regionalized territorial orders.” (Gustafson 2006, 352). Lowrey asserts: “Bolivia is today
wracked by an intense internal struggle over how to align the nation’s ‘two bodies’: its body
politic (the citizenry and their institutions) and its natural body (the land and its resources). It is
not surprising that arguments over geography, race, origins and essences are so heated at such a

juncture” (Lowrey 2006, 82).
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Autonomy serves as a goal which would allow Santa Cruz elites to defend the “moral
constitution of Crucefio agriculture.”(Valdivia 2010, 67) which consists of forms of mass
agriculture which exclude far more than they benefit. The popular support of this unequal system
predicated on the “monoculture of the mind by making space for local alternatives disappear”
while also destroying the “very conditions for alternatives to exist, very much like the
introduction of monocultures destroying the very conditions for very conditions for diverse
species to exist.”(Shiva 1993, 12)

I emphasize, however, that the political ecology of the Santa Cruz elites is far from
unique to the region; rather, it is an essential piece of the logic of the global Food Regime. “Food
regime,” as [ use here, comes from food regime analysis, a discipline introduced by Hariett
Friedmann in 1987 and further developed by Friedmann and McMichael in 1988. Food regime
analysis combines components of political economy, political ecology and historical analysis to
explain how relations of food production and consumption have formed the basis of the nation-
state system and global capitalism since the 1800s. (Friedmann and McMichael 2008). The food
regime concept historicizes the global food system without falling back onto a linear
representation of agricultural “modernization,” , while emphasizing its foundational role in
capital accumulation and geopolitical relations (McMichael 2009,140). The current food regime,
defined by Giménez and Shattuck as the “corporate food regime,” arose in the 1980s and
continues to the present. This food regime is characterized by globalized animal protein chains,
the increasing significance of agri-fuels, and monopolistic control of the new agricultural “means
of production” including genetically modified seeds, chemical inputs and technology which are
almost exclusively produced in the Global North (Giménez and Shattuck 2011, 111). Like earlier

food regimes, this food regime has centered the logic of accumulation, strongly favoring
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accumulation in the global north. However the technologies, configurations and logics have
encouraged accumulation of wealth like no food regime before it. Technologies which have been
deemed “essential” for competitive production are monopolized by a handful of transnationals,
ensuring that these corporations retain a significant share of the surplus from agriculture.

The genius of the system is that is sustain itself; monoculture production, particularly of
crops like soy, strips the soil of nutrients. Farmers become dependent on fertilizers. Deforestation
from the expansion of the agricultural frontier reduce the ecosystem’s capacity to regulate insect
populations, and pests take over crops. Farmers become dependent on pesticides. Farmers who
rely on less technologically intensive agriculture are unable to compete with mechanized
agriculture on the global market. The effects of climate change increasingly harm production
through droughts and floods, pests and desertification, effects which are most strongly
pronounced in the global south (Altieri and Pengue 2006, 15). Transnationals sell their
genetically modified crops as solution to all of the ills affecting crop production. Entire national
agricultures switch to Genetically Modified crops, becoming dependent on seeds whose entire
genomes are patented. Once regions switch to GM crops, it is difficult or impossible to switch
back; cross pollination of crops mean that farmers can be sued for selling seed which was
incidentally cross-pollinated with the patented seed. Meanwhile, with local markets flooded with
cheap local and foreign foods produced by industrial agriculture, peasant farmers have increasing
difficulty in marketing their surplus production. Peasants, along with farm workers displaced by
mechanization of agriculture, are increasingly forced to move to urban areas in search of work,
entering into the informal economy. With the urbanization of the global population, a greater
food supply is needed from a smaller number of suppliers, encouraging the expansion of

industrial agriculture (Antieri and Pengue 2006, 17).
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Despite claims that industrial agriculture has been necessary to feed the world’s growing
population, Giménez and Shattuck and others assert that this food regime has also worsened
hunger globally. Despite claims that Green Revolution technology and commercialized
agriculture have alleviated global hunger, they point out that the number of hungry people on the
planet has grown steadily from 700 million in 1986 to 800 million in 1998. The global food crisis
arising in 2008, a symptom of the economic crisis not commonly discussed in the global north,
caused the global number of hungry people to a historic 1.02 billion; more than 1/6™ of the
global population (Giménez and Shattuck 2011, 112.)

Given the disastrous effects of the corporate food regime, it is logical that many countries
in the global south have promoted national agricultural programs which attempt to retain national
food sovereignty. However, the agents behind the corporate food regime have systemically
weakened national sovereignty and forced the logic of monoculture on the global south.
Neoliberal Structural Adjustment Programs of the 1980s broke down tariffs and price controls
while also destroying national agricultural research by countries in the global south. The market
component of the current food regime was cemented in the 1995 World Trade Organization
“Agreement on Agriculture” (AoA) which restricted the rights of sovereign states to regulate the
trade of agricultural goods (Giménez and Shattuck 2011, 111).

In Latin America, production of soy has rapidly expanded since the 1980s, particularly
across the Southern Cone countries of Chile, Argentina and Paraguay along with Brazil. The vast
majority of Soy is not consumed as food, but rather is fed to cattle, used as agrofuel, or sold as
derivatives which are used in processed food. Soy has a distinctly transnational supply chain, tied
up in industries ranging from fuels (Biofuels), chemicals (preservatives) pharmaceuticals

(antibiotics which allow intensive livestock production), chemicals (preservatives) as well as
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food manufacturing, where meat is the most valuable ingredient. (Friedmann and McMichael
2008, 110)

Latin American elites have come to see agro-industry as a tool for modernization
throughout the country (Teubal 2009, 18), yet instead the effects have been profits for a few
land-owning elites alongside massive dispossession and environmental harm. In South America,
the “impoverished and impoverishing nature of monocultures”(Shiva 1993, 5) is readily on
display.

Across the border from Santa Cruz the vast state of Matto Grosso, Brazil is governed by
longtime governor Blairo Maiggi, a right-wing agro-industry billionaire who has been called the
“King of Soy.” (Newman 2019). Maiggi is emblematic of the increasing power of agroindustry
in the Latin American right. The Latin American “New Right,” including figures like Brazilian
president Jair Bolsonaro, have responded to this moment of profound social and ecological crisis
through centering agro-expansionism and agro-extractivism in their visions of national progress,
and responding to the resulting social contradictions through authoritarianism and violence.

In the Santa Cruz autonomy movement, we can see how neocolonial elites engage in ideological
and economic warfare in order to reterritorialize power and land in their favor.

Thus, I suggest that the spread of the food regime has not only increased the stratification of the
global population- but numerous studies have also noted the deepening of class, gender and regional
inequalities in the global south alongside the transformations of the Green revolution (Giménez and
Shattuck 2011, 110-111). Its spread has also relied upon existing regional power groups such as those of
Santa Cruz, which have maintained their dominance since the colonial era through dominating land and

resources, maintaining racial hierarchies, and making subaltern knowledge and cultures invisible. These
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elites play an essential role for the transnational corporations of the food regime, who view Latin
America’s vast amounts of land as a place to accrue profit without consequence.

Whether explicitly or implicitly, the institutions and corporations of the food regime, mostly
located in the Global North, encourage Latin American elites to wield their economic and
political power to maintain sociospatial arrangements which allow the expansion of monoculture.
Thus, I suggest that the Autonomy movement not only as a regional attempt to maintain power,
but part of a larger process which has happened across the continent and around the world. The
transnational corporations, governments and institutions of food regime have formed alliances
with elites and power groups in the global south, promising them the kind of limitless wealth and
power of which they dream.

Alongside waves of indigenous and peasant popular mobilizations of the pink-tide, right wing
national elites have had to find new strategies to maintain systems of power. In Bolivia, we can see these
new strategies of the right, and of the food regime, in action. In an era where overt authoritarianism is
not as feasible a political option for the Latin American Right as it once was (Eaton 2007, 72), and US
has shifted its strategy in Latin America to more “soft power” strategies rather than military
interventionism (Garvey 2020), the maintenance of capitalism in the highly diverse and highly unequal
region has posed challenges for national and international elites.

The Santa Cruz Autonomy movement demonstrates how the right have taken strategies of
wielding identity to contest and legitimate control over space from the playbook of left-wing movements
and used these tactics to further their own goals. In the case of Santa Cruz, centering identity in their
movement was viewed as a way to conceal and maintain their system of monocultures, making

dispossession appear democratic.
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The autonomy movement has framed itself as in defense of diversity against the centralizing
impulse of the state. On the Santa Cruz government website, a quote from Crucefo Gustavo Pinto
Mosquiera asserts “the right of a people or nation, like the Camba Nation to have freedom, autonomy
from any state, is a natural, positive, rational and human right. No one can deny us the right to see, feel

2

and understand ourselves differently in a diverse and heterogenous world...” (“Ideologia Crucefia”,
Santacruz.gob.bo; accessed 2021) However, as I argue here and throughout, the autonomy movement’s
self-fashioning as being in defense a locally specific people and culture against the centralizing state in
fact conceals its desire to destroy diversity, both of people and the environment, thus destroying local
specificity. Thus, the Autonomy Movement’s attempts to materially and ideologically homogenize
nature can be seen as part of a global process, carried out by interconnected agents of the food regime, in

attempt to, as Shiva says, “make diversity disappear from perception, and consequently the world”

(Shiva 1993, 5).

While the Latin American Right, often allied with agro-industry, will likely continue to
use the precarity of this era to develop authoritarian control and claim that free markets and agro-
industry are the key to national development, this moment remains an opportunity for
alternatives to be conceived and contested.

Bolivia is home to precious diversity of knowledge, culture and nature which are
preserved nowhere else in the world. Filemon Escobar, mining leader and MAS founder asserted

in 2014 that with the rise of the MAS “We proclaimed to the world the continued strength, not
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just of Andean-Amazonian culture but of the viability of its civilization.”(Kohl and Farthing

2014, 15). This is not merely political rhetoric.

“The people of the rural Andes present a seeming paradox. For over four hundred and fifty years
they have been subjected to control by a succession of external rulers: European invaders, then
European oriented, colonial elite classes, and finally Hispanicized national dominant classes. All
of these have attempted to impose on the rural peoples of the Andes their own cultures and
institutions, first those of Spain and then later those of the nascent republics of Ecuador, Peru,
and Bolivia. Yet today, in spite of centuries of pressure from above, many Andean ethnic groups
have maintained a way of life- or more specifically, symbolic configurations and complex modes
of organization- which is derived from their Andean past and which distinguishes them from the
Hispanicized world and of the “modern” classes inhabiting the towns and cities of the three
countries. The continuities that characterize Andean rural life are not simply due to a lack of
awareness of alternatives or to isolation from the national elites and the mechanisms of the

state.”(Rasnake 1988, 4)

At the basis of preservation of Andean civilization has been what Rene Zavaleto Mercado, one of
Bolivia’s most important political theorists, calls “the characteristic mode of relation between
man and nature”(Zavaleta Mercado 1986, 29); agriculture.

Throughout the colonial period, the Spanish preserved the indirect rule system of the
Inca, and by extension maintained the kin-based ayllu system of land distribution, governance

and agriculture. According to Zavaleta Mercado, this allowed the basis of Bolivian society to
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remain untouched through colonial rule, despite domination by multiple foreign and national
governments who imposed their “modernizing” logics.

Thus, Zavaleta Mercado asserts; “A country is always what its agriculture is. Agriculture
even today remains the characteristic mode of relation between man and nature, and even when it
is said that industry predominates over agriculture, industry in fact functions in the service of this

essential human activity.”(Zavaleto Mercado 1986, 29)

These structures exist to this day. Based on the principle of regeneration and diversified systems of
agriculture, Andean peasant agricultures push back against the globalizing logic of monocultures and
demonstrate an example of locally specific, culturally appropriate and environmentally sustainable
agricultures, which some scholars term Agroecology (Altieri, Nicholls and Montalba 2017, 1)

While agroindustry dominates in the lowlands, alternative socionatures are imagined and
enacted here as well. One prominent example of this is the Bolivian MST or landless peasant
movement, which has drawn inspiration of the Ayllu system in constituting their own forms of
redistributive, environmentally sustainable and locally specific agricultures on unused land.
(Ezinna 2008).

Peasant agricultures throughout Bolivia offer locally based knowledges that are essential
for overcoming the compounding disasters brought on by climate change and the massive
dispossession and environmental damages of the global food regime. However in Bolivia, and
around across Latin America, peasant agricultures are under attack. While Morales and the MAS
came to power vocally supporting landless peasants and local agricultures, their increasing
support of agroindustry following the autonomy movement has enabled monoculture to threaten

all of Bolivia.
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As Zavaleta Mercado states;
“’if the primary event [ in constituting society ] is the encounter between individuals and nature, then
what is called a mode of production is already ‘a [determinate] mode of expressing their life, a
determinate mode of life’, so ‘what they are, therefore, coincides with their production; both with what

they produce and with how they produce’.”(Zavaleta Mercado 1986, 99).

Mercado highlights the foundational role which agriculture plays in the mode of life of societies.
As diverse environments, cultures and agricultures give way to vast monocultures, iow we
produce is becoming increasingly homogenized across the globe.

The growth of agroindustry in Bolivia, predominantly pushed forward by the actors
behind the Santa Cruz Autonomy movement, pose a threat to the diverse socionatures in Bolivia,
and with that the diverse knowledges and cultures which maintain them. As Shiva says “The
disappearance of diversity is also a disappearance of alternatives.... How often in contemporary
times total uprooting of nature, technology , communities and entire civilization is justified on
the grounds that ’there is no alternative’. Alternatives exist, but are excluded.” (Shiva 1993, 5).

Central to Shiva’s argument —- and my own —- is the idea that diversity of knowledge
and culture is fundamentally tied to diversity of the environment, and more specifically, diverse
ways of transforming or interacting with nature. Bolivia is a pertinent case study of this
connection, both due to the importance of the nation’s natural resources, and because of the clash
between the MAS’s decolonial project and the elites which cling on to colonial power structures

and knowledge. In the post-neoliberal era, where capitalism has reached the far edges of the
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globe, the MAS and the social movements which brought it to power demonstrate diverse ways
about thinking about the environment which evade the “monoculture of the mind.” The vivir
bien (living well) principle held by the MAS for example poses a powerful alternative to
capitalist modernity, centering the reproduction of society and nature in a way which is “not only
post capitalist... but also postsocialist.”(Colletta and Raftopolous 2020, 12). As such, it is

important to understand the forces which seek to destroy them.

Chapter Outline

The following chapters will proceed in a manner which is fairly temporally linear, with
inputs from different time periods if it is relevant to the topic of discussion. While these chapters
are united by a running theme of political ecology, they each explore a different aspect of the
conflict in Santa Cruz.

The Second chapter introduces my political ecology framework and tackles the question
of how the political ecology of monocultures emerged in Santa Cruz. In other words, how did
Santa Cruz’s unequal capitalist system develop while labor and indigeneity held much greater
political power in the highlands? I point to two key elements of Santa Cruz’s socionatural
history; the system of agriculture and, relatedly, the cultural and political dominance of white
economic elites as maintained through the development of “crucefio institutionality”. While the
cultural, political and socionatural differences between the highlands and lowlands are in part
due to different natural landscapes and resources, I argue these differences are fundamentally
tied to the forms of agriculture which have developed in the lowlands, their “determinate mode of
life. ”’(Zavaleta Mercado 1986, 99), something which has been deeply influenced by international

actors of the food regime.
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The Third chapter undertakes the study of the Santa Cruz autonomy movement from
2004-2009 through the lens of political ecology, asking how Santa Cruz elites were able to
further the political ecology of monocultures throughout the department through the production
of territory. I argue that the movement’s success was predicated on creating a homogenous
regional identity (a monoculture of the mind) which was achieved through performance, material
promises, control over space and violence. the performativity was important as it legitimated the
elites’ goals to international and national observers, however I argue that the shift to economic
warfare through food shortages was the tactic which eventually allowed them to succeed,
underscoring the importance of land and agriculture in both the movement’s goals and its tactics.

The Fourth chapter looks at the time period from 2010 until the present, analyzing the
legacy of the autonomy movement on Bolivia’s socionature. While Morales has been widely
criticized for his neoliberal shift, less understood is the massive role which the Santa Cruz elites
and their autonomy movement played. Throughout the 2010’s, the central government’s
concessions to Santa Cruz elites allowed these elites to maintain and further the socially and
environmentally impoverishing practices which make up the “moral constitution of Crucefio
agriculture.” I argue that the Morales’ government series of alliances with Santa Cruz agro-
industry constituted a fundamental shift in the project of the MAS towards a project of
monocultures, producing a “disappearance of alternatives” for the many Bolivians who imagine
and enact alternative socionatural practices.

In Chapter 5, my conclusion considers the implications of the new MAS government for
the future of diversity in Bolivia. I assert that the Santa Cruz Autonomy Movement played a key
role in deepening “the impoverished and impoverishing nature of monocultures” (Shiva 1993, 5)

in Bolivia, in conjunction with global capital. Indeed, while the Santa Cruz Autonomy movement
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produced rhetoric around regional specificity, its true goals were in producing regional
homogeneity in order to fit into the global capitalist system, thus destroying local socionatures.
I draw from post-colonial theory and agro-ecology and argue that thinking beyond our current
socio-ecological paradigm- and thinking beyond modernity- must center a diversity of
knowledge and particularly the preservation of local socionatural relationships. I conclude that
thinking beyond modernity, where “the market is the floor, but also the limit of social equality
between people”(Quijano 2000, 217), must center true food sovereignty, not only of nations but
of communities, as carried out through the diversified and locally specific methods of agro-

ecology.
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CHAPTER 2. THE POLITICAL ECOLOGY
OF MONOCULTURES IN SANTA CRUZ, BOLIVIA

Political ecology is a useful framework for studying Bolivia, where nature and natural
resources have historically played central roles in politics and social movements. Bolivia is one
of the world’s critical biodiversity hotspots and an essential carbon sink. It is the country with
third largest share of the Amazon Basin (Kohl and Farthing 2014, 5). The country is also
incredibly rich in natural resources, however, has historically been very poor. Resource
extraction has typically benefited a few national elites and international corporations or
governments.

While Bolivia is rarely seen as having played a central role in world history, the Spanish
discovery of silver mines in the highlands city of Potosi in 1545 played a key role in the
development of Spain’s mercantile capitalism during the colonial era. Potosi became “a symbol
of the wealth of the world, surplus as magic.”(Zavaleta Mercado 1986, 32). According to Dussel,
one of Latin America’s most important post-colonial theorists, the formation of Spain as the first
“modern” nation depended principally on the wealth from the silver mines of Potosi (Dussel
2000, 470). While treatment of indigenous peoples by colonial powers was devastating across
the world, the treatment of indigenous people in Potosi was especially brutal. Millions are
thought to have died in the Potosi mines (Kohl 2012, 225) . Healey asserts; “Spanish
Colonialism became entirely dependent on the super exploitation of indigenous labor for its
mining and the agricultural production needed to support it” (Healey 2014, 87). The Spanish
sough to replicate the Inca system of indirect rule, along with the kin-based ayllu structure of

social, political and land use governance. Groups of indigenous people were subdivided into
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encomiendas, work units which were forces to provide labor for the colonizers (Healey 2014,
87).

After national independence, Bolivia’s natural resources continued to largely benefit
foreigners, along with a narrow band of national elite. Bolivia’s tin was essential to the US
during World War II, while its natural gas reserves, some of the largest on the continent, became
dominated by multinational corporations amid neoliberal reforms of the 1980s (Kaup 2014,
1839). This combination of factors has long led many Bolivians to feel that they have been
unjustly robbed of their resources. As a result, natural resources play a key role in Bolivian social
movements and politics, including the so called “gas wars” against the privatization of natural
gas bringing Morales to power (Kohl and Farthing 2012, 225). Kohl and Farthing sum this up as
“In the Bolivian imaginary, resources appear to be imbued with almost magical properties and
have long been seen as possessing the potential to solve the country’s economic problems.”
(Kohl and Farthing 2012, 226) They assert that the inordinate power of natural resources stems
from the disparity between the country’s resource wealth along with the high prevalence of
poverty. This disparity, coupled with a national memory of colonial and neo-colonial looting,
they argue has served as “the most successful narrative over the past 60 years to mobilize the
population to achieve pro-poor change.”(Kohl and Farthing 2012, 225)

Despite the potentially unifying power of the resource nationalist frame, resource conflict
has also caused numerous subnational conflicts (Kohl and Farthing 2012, 226), and regionalism
plays an important role in Bolivia. Bolivian scholar José Luis Roca stated in his 1979 book;
“The history of Bolivia is not the history of class struggle. It is instead the history of regional

struggles.” (Centellas 2016, 260)
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While the resource nationalist movements concentrated in the highlands which brought
Morales to power have been studied with a political ecology lens, considerably less attention has
been given to the political ecology of the lowlands.

In this chapter, I introduce Political Ecology and explain why it is a useful framework to
understand the Santa Cruz autonomy movement. From there I delve into the history of Santa
Cruz, and uncover how Santa Cruz’s socionature has been constituted, and how this lay the

groundwork for the autonomy movement.

Political Ecology Backeground

Political ecology, more than being a specific discipline or theoretical framework or
methodology, refers to a number of themes. These themes, according to McCarthy, include
access to and control over resources, issues of marginality and identity, issues of scale and
integration into international markets, property rights, livelihood issues along localized histories,
culture and meanings around nature and natural resources. Many political ecology studies are
situated in the Global South, meaning that the dynamics of colonial and post-colonial legacies
are relevant. (McCarthy 2001, 1283)

As political ecology is a theoretically diverse, multidisciplinary field, I specifically am
borrowing the framework of McCarthy’s study on the Wise Use movement in the American
West. McCarthy’s insights from studying a right wing, relatively pro-capitalist movement which
is situated in the first world, all traits which are uncommon in political ecology studies, have
been helpful for my understanding of Santa Cruz. The Wise Use movement defined itself as a

grassroots social movement rooted in regional culture, responding to overly intrusive outsiders
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and a supposedly distant federal government. Wise Use members claimed the right to use and
occupy federal land however they pleased based on historical precedent and economic necessity.
As such, their primary adversaries were the federal government and the environmentalists which
sought to protect the land. The movement took on strong populist overtones and highly valued
the right to self-determination. (McCarthy 2001, 1283)

The Wise Use movement, much like the Santa Cruz autonomy movement, was based on a
geographically bound identity with its own ‘moral economy.’ This idea of a moral economy,
defined as an economy based on the idea of a shared set of moral values and norms within an in-
group, often arises as “defensive alternatives to capitalist modernity” (McCarthy 2001, 1290).
However while moral economies can be alternatives to capitalist market relations, they also can
defend certain accepted market relations. For example, members of the Wise Use movement
sought to protect economic interests such as logging on federal lands, and losses of access to
land were seen both as moral violations and economic losses (McCarthy 2001, 1291).

The moral economy demonstrated by the Wise Use movement was “not about survival,
redistribution or risk minimization, as most moral economies are,” but did offer a coherent Moral
framework for the use of federal lands, consisting of the ideas that federal lands exist for the
primary benefit of adjacent rural communities which supposedly rely on them. (McCarthy 2001,
1291) While many authors have seen Moral economies as by definition precapitalist, McCarthy
asserts that capitalist modernity involves ongoing struggles over nature, including “including
ongoing resistance to the perennial dynamics of capitalism in the form of newly articulated moral
economies.” (McCarthy 2001, 1291) As such moral economies such as that used by the Wise

Use movement work simultaneously in defending capitalism and challenging it.
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In Santa Cruz, elites seek to protect capitalist social relations through regional autonomy.
However, a “moral economy” has formed in elites and non-elites alike, and was weilded as the
basis of the autonomy movement. This ‘moral economy’ asserts that economic success of the
department is beneficial to everyone regardless of class, even if the historical record of inequality
within the department says otherwise. It also speaks to specific regional ideas of nature and how
it should be used, which I argue is based on a Eurocentric, technocratic view of nature which is
globally dominant. While imbued in a sense of regional tradition, the nature which Santa Cruz
elites attempt to produce is fundamentally influenced by western ideology.

Political ecology has been criticized for being “politics without ecology,” (Walker 2005,
73) in that it is often concerned solely with political battles over land and resources with little
focus on the role which nature plays in the production of society. In an attempt to remedy this, I
find Swyngedouw’s development of the concept of “socionature” to be helpful. In historical
materialist thought, nature simply provides the foundation from which society produces nature.
However, Swyngedouw rebukes the notion that nature is simply “substratum for the unfolding of
social relations.”(Swyngedouw 1999,446) He uses the term socionature do demonstrate the
internal dialectic between nature and society, which he asserts are mutually constitutive. He
states: “In brief, both society and nature are produced, and are hence malleable, transformable,
and potentially transgressive” (Swyngedouw 1999, 447). In particular, I focus on the role of
agriculture in the divergent development of Santa Cruz from Andean Bolivia, and relatedly, the
development of the regional elite and their hegemony over the culture and politics of the region.

While understanding the socioenvironmental ideologies and moral economies which have
arisen in Santa Cruz is a central concern of mine, I also am concerned with how numerous scales

of environmental regulation, policy and ideology operate in Santa Cruz, particularly as trends of
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neoliberalism and the food regime play out on broader scaled. My focus on agriculture in Santa
Cruz necessitates an understanding of how environmental use and regulation occur at multiple
scales. As Food Regime theory articulates, Agroindustry has been a key mode of market
penetration in countries in the global south, along with a tool of geopolitical control.

Thus while Swyngedouw’s view of nature and society being mutually constitutive is
helpful, it’s essential to understand natures or societies as not merely being contained by, and
constituted within the borders of a state or region. In order to avoid the “territorial trap,” I draw
from regulation theory in my analysis of Santa Cruz. Regulation theory considers the ways that
institutional configurations involving resource rights, conservation, social norms and
environmental management “mediate the metabolic relationship between nature and society, and
in so doing serve to stabilized environmental and social regulation within a given regime of
accumulation” and thus respond to “social and ecological contradictions of capitalism.”
(Perreault 2008, 151). Yet as “regimes of accumulation” are increasingly transnational,
democratically elected local and state governments are increasingly disempowered to put into
effect environmental policies which satisfy their constituencies. In more recent years, political
ecologists have been concerned with the scales at which environmental governance operates and
are contested, particularly as environmental governance has been widely rescaled amid
neoliberalism. Thus, these theorists recognize that local environmental politics, imaginaries and
“moral economies”, and state-level environmental policy and their outcomes are often limited or
determined by international “institutional structures of late capitalism” (Perreault 2008, 152).

The result has been in countries in the global south have limited ability to enact
environmental policies. This is particularly true in countries like Bolivia with economies

dependent on primary exports such as natural gas. According to Ong, Neoliberalism has also led
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to flexibilization of not conceptions of sovereignty and citizenship (Ong 2004, 76), resulting in
what she calls “graduated sovereignty.” (Ong 2004, 78) Graduated sovereignty describes how if
“emerging countries” wish to be relevant in the global market, they must offer up certain state
spaces, environments and peoples to the impact, and often harm, of the market. Even
governments who do not embrace neoliberal ideology- she gives the example of the authoritarian
governments of southeast Asia- must selectively embrace aspects of graduated sovereignty if
they wish to be relevant to the global market (Ong 2004, 79).

The case of the Santa Cruz demonstrates how neoliberalism finds strongholds in regions
with elite dominance over space and nature. Yet the question remains; how did Santa Cruz
become a stronghold of capitalism while socialist and indigenous values gained immense

political currency in the highlands?

A (Socio)Natural History of Santa Cruz, Bolivia

Rene Zavaleto Mercado, one of Bolivia’s most influential political theorists, stated “A
country is always what its agriculture is. Agriculture even today remains the characteristic mode
of relation between man and nature, and even when it is said that industry predominates over
agriculture, industry in fact functions in the service of this essential human activity.”(Zavaleto
Mercado 1986, 29) Yet while asserting that the environment is a significant element in the
production of society, Zavaleto Mercado clarifies that it is “the modification of the land and not
the land itself, even if the land has determined its modification.”(Zavaleto Mercado 1986, 228)
In this vein, in order to understand the set of institutional and social power relations in Santa

Cruz, one must look to which land has been modified, or transformed by various actor.
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Santa Cruz’s importance both ecologically and economically have made both its
environmental and cultural or political changes subject to considerable international scholarly
attention. However, these two components have rarely been brought into conversation. As I
argue here and throughout, the history of Santa Cruz’s politics and economy cannot be told
without its natural history and vice-versa. In the following section I will give a background to
Santa Cruz’s history in order to explain how Santa Cruz’s sociosocionature has been produced.

Santa Cruz’s socionature consists of concrete socio-environmental relations, as mediated
through laws, institutions, economic processes and extralegal violence. However it also consists
of knowledge, symbols and meanings of nature. The highly capitalist, unequal social relations of
Santa Cruz and the connected environmental degradation are protected by a hegemonic
knowledge system which posits reproduction of nature and society as secondary concerns to
economic development. This has been proliferated through regional hegemonies, but also deeply
influenced by international actors such as the World Bank who have imposed western values of
nature through private property laws and forms of development which favor industrial
agriculture.

While